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Critical evaluation is recognized as an integral part

of any systematic, approach used to educate people:

It is well established in educational theory that
learning cannot take place without criticism. A
person who wishes to learn a new task or to improve
upon his performance pf an old one, will not progress
without some criticism. It may be self-criticism,
or it may be the criticism of an instructor. Without I

it, no matter the source, there will be little learning.'"'

C-ri-t-ici-sm-and-evaluation_is_a_orltieal _part of teacher behavior

in the speech classroom. Very few research studies, however,

have tested the effectiveness of evaluation techniques. One of

the problems for the teacher is determining how to handle criticism

in the classroom

Most of the empirical research dealing with procedures

for criticizing classroom communication performances has been

concerned with rating scales and their development. 2 Rating

scales require the teacher to structure his responses to the

categories of the scale. Because of this restriction, Dedmon.

feels that ratiAgtcales should be aids to evaluation, not

replacements for individual comments. He encourages the use of

a Variety of methods of giving criticism including both oral

comments in class and private, written comments. 3 Two studies

of student perception and recall of classroom speech criticism

shed some light on this issue, Arnold found that while students

were not able to replicate rating blanks, they were able to



2

recall 41 percent of the written eomments they received.4' This

closely paralleled Albright's finding that students recalled-
-,

about 40 percent of oral comments received in Class. If student

replication of rating blanks deviates significantly_ from ratings

actually received from the instructorl.it is, doubtful whether,

rating blanks are helpful or have a significant influence on

leEirning. If they are used at all, they should be used in

conjunction, with informal, constructive criticism, Informal,

individually structured comments are probably the most helpful

form of classroom criticism°

Several theoretical articles on classroom speech criticism

advocate the use of peer criticism and self criticism by students:6

In fact., research suggests that when students are trained in

evaluation, their ratings correlate well with those of the

instructor. While these approachesmay. be used to suppleMent

instructor criticism, they should not be the'only methods

employed. Both Arnold and Albright feund_that-students consider__
oral and written critieism:-by the instructor to be very helpful

and significantly more helpful than'eral and written criticism

frOM fellow students.? While it may be possible to train students

in evalUation and critical sensitivity, the instruotor's role in

providing helpful feedback to the student must not be do-emphasized.

If,students in coMmunioation classrooms.perceive

individuallyi structured comments from the instructor as the most

helpful term of critic*, how should that Criticism be handled?
)

Some instructors critique a student's performance immdiately

following the presentation. Some present 'criticism after all
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the student performances for a particular day have been completed.

Some instructors do not Criticize student performances in front

on the class. Critiques are written and handed to the student

at the next class period, or., if the instructor has time, he

discusses the student's performance with him in a private

conference. Some of the above procedures result.in a substantial

delay between the behavior to be modified and the_ criticism

intended to modify it. Several linos of evidence in learning

theory would suggest that both positive and negative reinforcement

must be immediate if it is to be effective in behavior

modification. 8
Hilgard and Marquis emphatically state, "At the

present time it seems unlikely that learning can take place at all

with delays .of more than a few seconds. "9 With this fact in mind,

some researchers have experimented with techniques of immediate

reinforcement. Warren studied the timing and format of .criticism

of volume.. His research indicdted that visual cues presented

during a speech produced the greatest increase in volume. DO

Froyman used.flasheards, which by previous agreement reflected

certain types of respenSoi to criticize delivery during speeches..

This investigation revealed no significant difference among the

methods.
11

beVite has described one approach whereby the.student

wears a small receiving set While.making a speech; During the

speech, the instructor provides immediate reinforceMent and

direction. DeVitO reports that after students adjust to this

novel approach, they come to appreciate the speaking situation

as a real learning experience. 12
Procedures for providing

reinforcement during a performance, however, must be used with
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caution. Two experiments have shown that-unfaverable immediate.

feedback prompts a deterioration in eye contact, nervousness,

fluency, and bodily movement for the beginning spoakor. 13

If criticism //LEG the classroom performance must be

employed with caution, perhaps the most beneficial approach, is
.

to' provide reinforcomnt immedia rely after every performance.

Evidence- from learning theory in icates that seeing someone

also being reinforced is offcctivp teaching ify the viewer has

the. appropriate needS and the nee ssary prior 'conditioning to

the stimuliTinvolvpd: 7This-wouI 1;;;7goc-t- that-the -best-

approach might be to give oral criticism in front of the. class

immediately folloWing every perfor ante. Such an approach has

the advantage.of immediacy but it Else, has a potential disadvantage

in being public.° Since communicati n is a very personal,

.self-revealing bOaavior, students may be sensitive to public

criticism, Braden points out that ertain aspects of criticism'

should always be discussed with the student in priyato. 15
Thorc

is some evidence from research that students may prefer private

treatment.. Albright found that written comments by the instructor

.wore evaluated as the most helpful form in his study. 16
In case

studios of reticent students, Phillips noted that they seemed

to be frightened by public criticism fr.= their peers. In most

cases, when giVen an option, classes seemed to prefer to be

criticised in private by the instructor rather than.publiely

17
by anyone.
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Research Question's

Since students consider instructor criticism to be more

helpful thkry-poor:criticism, this investigation focused on

student rosponselto instructor critique methods. While previous

research indicates a general student preference for written Or.'

private methods.Otf reinforceMent, this investigation was
:.

concerned with doermining whether this holds true for all

types of comments rand all:types of students.-

SpragueA4eveloped and used an observational schema

whereby oYft-irodi-o-dffiffients can be described using the technique

of content analysis .
18 Using her categories, every criticism

can be classified according to four dichotomiese (1) content-

delivery, (2) positive-negativ6 (3) personal-impersonal and

(4) atomistic-holistic.
o

Comments which deal with topic selection, reasoning,

development of ideas, forms of supporting material, organization,

attention factors, and audience adaptation are considered to be.

about the content of the speech. Holistic comments which do

not specifically mention delivery arc also coded as content

comments. Comments dealing with voice quality, rate, volume,

fluency; pauses or timing, cyc contact, poise, posture, movement,

and gestures are cons,idured to be about the delimu of the speech.

Comments which praise,' compliment, or note improvement

are considered to be positive. Comments which use the terms.

o.k., acceptable, fairl,or otherwise indicate that a standard

was met or an undesirable element was absent are aide considered

to be positive. Negative comments are those which criticize,



mention a woaknoss in the presentation, or make a suggestion

for improvement.

Personal comments emphasize ,,a teacher's affective

response in criticism. They may refer to the personal life or

attitudes of the student or instructor. They may also deal,with.

an individual student's improvement, especially as it is related

:to other speeches or speakers in the classroom. The personal

apprdach reflects an empathetic, 'personal teacher-student

relationship. On the othor hand, impersonal comments are more

coldly objective. They emphasize cognitive principles of good

speaking rather than affective responses. Behaviorally Oriented

instructors who maintain an impersonal approach 'in criticism

feel that their own affective responses, attitudes, and values

are inappropriate. They attempt to maintain objectivity in

the process.

Atomistic.commentS are those which .deal with'somo

isolable element of the speech, its content, or its delivery.

CoMmonts whioh deal with 'the total 6peoehperfOrmanco or Which

make a general statomentabout over-all content or delivery are

considered to be holistf.c.

Sprague utilized the above dichotomous classifications

because of four basidareas of controversy which she identified

in the literature relted to speech criticism. Theorists and

instructors disagree about the relative emphasis that should be

placed on these dimensions in classroom criticism.



The Sprague contentan sis technique was employed in

this study to categorize different kinds of criticism. The

first question under consideration in this study waS:

What mode of criticism a private, written
methodior a pUblic oral method) da students
prefer for different types of comments?

The general student preference for written or private

methods of reinforcement may not hold true for all types of

students. An individual's self concept is one variable which

may_ affect_the-way-he_reacts_ta_britical_evaluation.--A-student

with a low self concept is 'likely tojpe sensitive to critici0m,
-A

over-responsive to praise, hypercritical of himself and

pessimistic toward competition. On the,other hand, a student'

with a high' self concept is likely to be confidont of his ability,

to accept praise. without embarrassment., and to look at criticism

as being beneficial, i.e., a chance to acknowledge weaknesses

and sot out to change 'them.
19 The self is conceptualized as

multi imensional with different self aspects affecting a-

person's behavior in different situations.2° Since speech anxiety

and exhibitionism are two aspects of self- concept which contribute

lto sp' aker confidence and may be considered salient in the setting

of classroom speech performance and, criticism, thesecond'general

questionunder consideration in this investigation was:

indiViduallevels of speech anxiety or exhibitionism
affect student mode preferences for different types
of comments?

Recent findings indicate that. sex variables. influence

classroom criticism and response. Female students have been

found to be more receptive to criticism than male students.21



fIn addition, Sprague found that both student and instructor sex

were significantly related to the types of criticism students

actually received.
22 Because sex variables are related to

research in this area, the third general question under.

consideration in this investigation was:

Do student and instructor Sex differences affect
student mode preferences for different .ype6 of
criticism ?.

SubLe..212

The. 309 students who participated in this investigation

were)enrolled in twenty class sections of COM 114 (Fundamentals

of. Speech Communication) at Purdue University during the spring

Semester of 1972.: Ten.of the classes were taught by male

instructors; ten by female instructors. Under male instructors,

eighty, students Wore male 'and seventy-six were female.- There

were ninety males and, sixty-three females in the ton classes

taught by female instructors.

Methodology

Subjects were administered a revised version of

Gilkinson's.Personal'Report of Confidence as a Speaker (PROS).

Since factor analytic peseareh by Friedrich indicates that the

,PROS is not unidimensional, the instrument was revised for use

in this study.24 Using the principal factor method with product

moment correlations and varimax rotation, items wore gradually

deleted during four factor analyses. The final instrument

comprised two eight-iteM subscales measuring spvech anxiety and



exhibitionism._ The final factor analysis of this instrument

produced an orthogenal solution of two eight-item factors

indicating subscale independence.
25

Persons who score high on the exhibitionism subscalo

take pride in their speaking ability. They report that they

.face the prospect of making a speech with complete confidence.

They also report- feeling expansive and fluent'while speaking;

ideas and words come to mind easily. On the other hand, persons

who score high on the-anxiety sabscale repartthat-thoy-foul

416awkwar'8 when making a speech. Before the speech,. they-becoMe

Itightened and nervous. During the specohl,they-losethe thread

of their thinkingbecomo Confused, jumble the speech, and become

flustered when_anything unexpeotea occurs. On the baSis of

Student response to this sixteen-item instrument, subjects in

this study were divided evenly into low,, medium, and high levels

of speech anxiety and, exhibitionism.

The four dichotomous classifications utilized in the.

Sprague content analysis procedure provide eight basic :labels

for different typos of criticism. A collection of critical

comments was developed which ref looted all of the dimonsions

of,oriticism equally. Throe graduate students in speech

education compiled sixty statements for possible inclusion In

a questionnaire. Using Sprague's four dichotoMies, five graduate

students with experience in teaching speech coded'each of those

statements. On the basis of interjudge agreement2,132 cements.

were retained.. Within this collection of cr tical coMinVhts,

each of the eight classifications (content and delivery;'
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positive and negative, personal and impersonal, atomistic and

,holistic) was reprosented sixteen times, It is possible for

the eight classifications to be combined in sixteen differont

four-way combinations (For instance, ono would be: content-

nogative-impersonal-atomistip). Each of those possible_

combinations was represented twice. in the questionnaire.

In-order to obtain response to a balanced sample of

different typos of criticism, student mode preferences wore

collected 441-a-hypothetleal ,setUng.___allblocts were asked to

assumo -that they had just finished delivering a five-minuto

speeoh in:thoir class. Sinco it is not likoly that an instructor

would give astudent all of tho comments on one speech, subjects

were asked to respond to each comment individually. They were

reminded that if their instructor considered the statement to

be'approPriato,,ho might, make. the comment orally -in front of the

class, or privatolyin.written form. For each statement, the

subject responded as.ib whothor he would prefer to recoive the

comment orally in front of,the class, in' private, written form,

or whether ho had no ,preference.

Although the major limitation of this study was that

subjects responded in'a hypothetical situation, each of the

subjects had, exporionood spedchmaking in the classroom and had

received ,ritiois'm from his instructor.. In addition, the

instructions for the quost,onnaire wore carefully designed to

assist subjects in adapting to the hypothetical sotting.



Data Analysis

Mode preforonco responses wore, tdbulated in' several

different ways for analysis. A chi squdre test was bomputod
<,

r for 20 different-contingency tables. A follow-up prOing

procedure-was not usod,to coMpare-tfic numerous entrio within

each table, Insteadf'percentagos wore or ployod to describo and

szzs-r7"
compare the many tables in-which significant diffFenoos

:

ct C1

,,appeared.

'- '-ReSults

The --chi 4i0arcLvalue for eVeritOle- except no was

significant beyond the .05 level of probability.

Table 1 reveals the percentage of,modo preference
,

responses appearing in each category When all types of- criticism

,were taken into consideration. While 47 percbilt of.the responseti

by the general.population.indicated no preference, 35 percent

revealed a. preference for the private, written'form. Only

-18,percent of the response appeared in'the oral category. The

response from students characterized by medium and high levels

of sPeeph anxiety revealed a greater preference for the written

mode (38%) than did the reSponse from students characterized by

low levels of anxiety (28Y,). Students characterized by low

levels of exhibitionism also expressed a -greater preference for

, f-
the 'privdto, written mode: (4070) and a lower preference for the

oral mode(12%)"than did studefitS
J
characterized by medium and

high levelS of exhibitionism. The mode preferenco,responses of

male students under' male instructors were very similar to.the
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general Student population. Male students under female

instructors, however, expressed a greater Preference for the

oral mode (30%) and a lower preference fOr the written mode .(28%).,

- Female student6 under male instructors expressed a high preference

for the written mode (42%). Thisalso'held'trize for female

students Under -female instructors ( -38 %); in fact, the students

in this category alsO expressed a lbwer prefereilee for the oral

mode-(11 %) While the above differences between different types

of students must be acknowledged, one must also recognize that

a high,percentagedfresponse (42-52%) from all the groups

fvealed no mode prfterence.

Table 2 f's a stainary of the percentage of mode preference

responses appearing in each category when responses to content

and delivery oriticismliere tabulated sepagat The differences

between student groups_in, that table are similar to those which

appear in Table 1. The mode preferences expressed for content

and delivery criticism do not appear to be significantly different.

Table 3 reveals the percentage oflede preference'
- .

responses appearing in edefi category when responses to positive

and negative criticism were tabulated separately. When the

responses from all subject's were taken Into consideration,

54 percent of the responses to Positive criticism revealed no

preference while only 40 percent of the responses to negative

criticism indicated no preference. Responses to negative criticism

revealed a greater preference for the written mode (45%) than did

responses to positive criticism '(2.4%). At the same time,

responses to- negative criticism indicated a lessor preference

,
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for the oral mode (15%) than did the responses to positive

criticism (21%)_. This indioation'of awritten mode preference

for negative criticism and no mode preference for positive

criticism is reflected in all the different groups represented

in the table. 'Other difference6 in the table reflect similar

variations between stadent groups as appear in Table 1. It is

interesting to note'the interaction of those effects: The

highest percentages of response indicating .a written mode

preference for negative criticism came from students characterized

by a mediut or high 10Vel of"speech anxiet; students Characterized

by low'levels of exhibitionism? and female students. Also, the-
..

public.,'Oralmode preferenee indicated by male students under

female instructors does not appear.to hold true for negative

criticism. Their response for negatiVe criticism revealed a

greater preference for the written mode (37%).than for the oral

mode (23%).

Table 4 summarizes the percentage of mode preference

responses appearing in each category when responses to Personal'

and imPersonal. comments %ore tabulated separately. When thb

responses frot all.students were taken into consideration,

51 percent of the response to impersonal criticism expressed no

mode preference while only 44 percent of the responses to personal

comments indicated no preference, Responses to personal criticism

revealed a greaterproference.for the Written mode (39%) than did

responses to impersonal criticism (31%). All the different,.

student groups represented in the table revealed similar

differences in mode preference for personal and impersonal
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criticism. Other differences in the table reflect similar

variations between student groups as appear in Table 1. The

highest percentages of responses indicating a written Ade

preference for personal criticism came from students characterized

by a Medium or high level of speech anxiety, students characterized

by low levels of exhibitionism, and female students. When

responses were tabulated according to the personal and impersonal

dimensions of criticism, the oral mode preference indicated by

male students under female instructors did not hold truc.

Table 5 reveals the percentage of mode preference

responses appearing in each category when responses to atomistic

and holistic comments Were tabulated separately.

responses from all

50 percent of the

When the

subjects were taken into consideration

responses to atomistic

preference while only 44 percent

criticism indicated no preference.

criticism revealed no

the responses to holistic

Responses to hoilstic comments

revealed a greater preference for the written mode (38%) than did

rosponses to atomistic comments (31%). All the different student

,groups.repreSented in the table revealdd similar differences in
7
mode preference for atomistic and holistic criticism. Other

differences in the table reflect similar differences between

student groups-as Appear in Table 1.. The highest percentages of

responses indicating a written mode preference for holistic

.criticism-came from students characterized by a medium or high

level of speech anxiety, students characterized by low levels

of exhibitionism, and female students. When responses were.

tabulated according to-the atomistic and,holistic dimensions
c

c_
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criticism, the oral mode preference indicated Uy male

students under female instructors did not hold true.

Discussion

Critical evaluation is an integral'part.of the learning,

process.. Students. probably perceive the communication classroom

as a learning laboratory experienee'and they expeot:to receive

critical feedback in-that setting. Because of their expectations

for that setting, 'they may not be sensitive to the methods 'of

feedback which an instructor.omploys. A rationale can be
,

demeloped which vould suggest that the best approach would be to

give oral criticism in front of the class immediately following

every performance. Evidence from learning theory suggests that

seeing some= also being reinforced can be an effective learning

experience. Therefore, criticism can benefit more than one

student in the classroom. Besides, a high-Pereentago of-the

responses tabulated, in this study revealed that many students do

not often have a preference for a public, oral approach or a

private, written approach, in the classroom. This finding, however,

does ne justify .the use of oral criticism in all classroom

situations.

Before the instructor 'in the communication classroom

decides to employ any method of critical evaluation, he must be
4

sensitive to the type eftstudent involved. Student mode

'preferences revealed in this study indidate that students whO

have a high level of anxiety or a low level of exhibitionism

prefer the private., written method of oritieisth more than do
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other students.- The results of this study. also indicate-that

female students prefer the private, written node more than do

male students. These differendes appear to be true for all

different types of criticism

The mode preferences revealed in this study indicated

that only one group of students preferred the 'oral mode of

criticism in the classrdom. When all typeb of criticism were

taken into consideration, male student8 under female instructors

expressed more preference for theleral mode of criticism than .

did other groups of students.-When their preference for the

oral mode was compared to their, expressed preference for the

written mode, however, the oral mode received a greater percentage

of.the response only when The criticism consisted- of positive

r (
)
inforcement. The male student probably prefers public) .

recognition from a female instructor. That preference, however,

only appears to be greater than the preference for a private,

written method when the recognition includes acceptance or praise.

'Before the instructor in the communication cladsroom

decides to employ any method of critical evaluations he must

be sensitive to the type of criticism involved. Student mode

preferences revealed in this study indicate a preference for 4

private, written criticism if the comment is negative, personal,

or holistic. This preference holds true for all student groups

analyzed; but, it is expebially strong among students oharacterized

by low lorels of- exhibitionism, and female students.

The results of this study provide sevoral, practical

implications for the instructor-in the communication classroom. -

n1
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A self-report measure of speech anxiety and/or exhibitionism

(easily employed in the Classroom) may help determine how

critical evaluation should, be handled with different students.

if this information is not available (or at the beginning of a

term Were the instructor has any experience with students)) the

instructor can at least make some inferences based on stu ont sex.

If the instructor desiros to employ oral criticism in the

classroom to reinforce the student himself as well as other

members of the 014ss,'he might particularly use male students

as models, esppeialli if they arc Characterized by low levels of

anxiety a41/or high levels of exhibitionist. It may be best to

use female students as models only if they are characterized by

low levels of speech anxiety and/or high' levels of exhibitioniem.

On the basis of this study, oral-criticism in the

classroom should probably be impersonal and atomistic. The

results of this investigation also reflect the fact that all

students prefer to receive negative reinforcement in a private

form; Therefore, all oral criticism 01 the classroom should
L

take the form of positive reinforcement. If this procodureAs

followed, the instructor probably does not have to be as concerned

about student levels of selfconfidenco or student sex differences.
1g

However, if a teacher desires to make any oral, negative

evaluation in the classroom, it should ttt least be done with a

highly confident" student.

This study has revealed some important differences in

preferences whioh,may affect student attitudes in the

lea/Ting eftvironment. These attitudes may affect a stliciontls
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'receptivity to criticism and, perhaps, his utilization of that

criticism. For all instructors who recognize the importance

of student attitudes and preferences, this 'study provides

implications for the refinement of instructOr critique.behaviori
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Table 1'.
1.1ode. Preference .11esponse
All Types Of Criticism

Written
io-;:eforence

Irb
Preference

OralSubeets Prefe rence
...All Subjects 18 1;.',

(n---:-.309)
34.6,1 47.3;,

High .Anxiety Group 16.0
(n --103)

Medium Anxisity, droup 18.3
(or-7103) :-.

Low Anxiety Gi'd4 19.9
(n=103) -. -, !_

38.2

37.6

28.1

45.8

44.1

52.0
- -,

Highjxhibitionism Group 18.2
(n-.103)

Medium Exhibitionism Group 23.6
(::)#3) ...---.. .

Low -Exbibitionism Group 12.4
(n:r.103) _,

33.0

31.2

39.?

'

46A-

45.2

47.9

**Male Students
Ma?.e IneitruCtOrs (2.1'13°) 16.6

Male Students.
Female instruotors -(xr90) 30.0

,11016;--yltmale Student4; (r1-76)Male InstruptOrs 16.3'
.

Female Studehts
(n =63) 10.9Female Instruotors

t

32.0

28.5'

42.0'

37.9

51.4
*4.

45.fi

41.7

51.2

Eabh.subject_rosponded to 32 comments.

Eaoh.table_entry reflects he percentage
respOnses,whioh indioated the respective

**Table chi square,value significant at p

.0f, total
preference-.
<.01
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